
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Book Description

Game of Thrones meets Lord of the Rings in this gothic epic fantasy saga of captivating court intrigue, deadly, reigning evil, and a young queen’s determination to free an empire.

Princess Mahaela Bellagrave nearly escapes her fate as queen, but murder accelerates her ascension to the throne of Pyranon. Denying her birthright is no longer an option; she must embrace the magic she’s possessed since birth but hidden out of self-preservation.

Banu Liin, an immortal demon construct and ancient palace knight, lives on as the royal advisor. He’s ruled Pyranon through its queens and their magic for centuries. He’s hidden truths and kept the loyal kingdoms of Pyranon in the dark about life-and-death threats that imperil the mortality of every living soul on the continent.

Banu sets his trap for the new queen. He refuses to lose his long-lived and lasting power over the fiery continent of Pyranon and the reigning queen of the empire.

In a world plagued by centuries of evil possession, can a determined young queen embrace inherited magic and free Pyranon from a throne long tarnished by a deadly legacy of deceit?
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For Kayce Asher.

​What is Eldros Legacy?

The Eldros Legacy is a multi-author, shared-world, mega-epic fantasy project managed by four Founders who share the vision of a new, expansive, epic fantasy world. In the coming years the Founders committed themselves to creating multiple storylines where they and many others will explore and write about a world once ruled by tyrannical giants.

The Founders are working on four different primary storylines on four different continents. Over the coming years, those four storylines will merge into a single meta story where fates of all races on Eldros will be decided.

In addition, a growing list of guest authors, short story writers, and other contributors will delve into virtually every corner of each continent. It’s a grand design, and the Founders have high hopes that readers will delight in exploring every nook and cranny of the Eldros Legacy.

So, please join us and explore the world of Eldros and the epic tales that will be told by great story tellers, for Here There Be Giants!

We encourage you to follow us at www.eldroslegacy.com to keep up with everything going on. If you sign up there, you’ll get our newsletter and announcements of new book releases. You can also follow up on FaceBook at facebook.com/groups/eldroslegacy.

Sincerely,

Todd, Marie, Mark, and Quincy 

(The Founders)
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The Chronicler

The man in the stocks had been there for longer than anyone could guess. 

He stood on a rise before a valley that contained broken buildings, collapsed walls, and a single metal tower. The ancient city behind him had been abandoned in another age, but the man remained, bent over, gnarled hands and gray-haired head stuffed through the holes of his forever prison.

His tales had gone on for years now, and only one man had stayed. The young blond man seemed determined to know every story the old man knew. Regardless of how many times the old man told stories he’d told thousands of times, the young man seemed determined to stay around until he’d heard that one story that had not yet been presented:

“Do you know the story of the Second War of the Giants...?” the old man delivered his same question. “I have told you about Khyven the Unkillable about the Guardian Rellen, the Luminent Lorelle, Queen Rhennaria, and Ora Lightbringer...

“But I have neglected one more story, young man. I have not told you about Mahaela Bellagrave, mistress of magic and Queen of Pyranon. Without Queen Mahaela, the Giants would have had the entire continent of Pyranon at their disposal when the war came. She kept it out of their hands...

“How do I know? Oh, I know, young man. I know because I was there.

“I was there the day the volcanos of Pyranon erupted at once, covering the countryside with lava and the skies with ash. I was there when the Giant Traemic recovered the deadly artifacts of his people. I was there when Queen Mahaela united the armies of all the mortal races...

“You know the legendary queen, but even as a young woman, Mahaela managed the miraculous. For 1713 years, the queens of Pyranon were enslaved by Banu Liin, a puppet mage of the Giants, but it was Mahaela, only sixteen at the time, who threw off his shackles and freed her kingdom. And because she did, Pyranon endured.

“I’m going to tell you her story, the true story of Queen Mahaela Bellagrave, the woman who mastered not one, but two disciplines of magic, a feat thought possible only for Giants....”
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Traemic Daan

The Newly Formed Mystmoor Causeway

Continent of Pyranon

7 BMG

Traemic would have preferred to capture the thieving Humans alive than shatter the continent to pieces out of vengeance.

Alas, in a fit of rage, the others tore a rift in the surface of Eldros, igniting several volcanoes and causing rogue waves large enough to swallow the land for miles. All he could do was watch the spectacle, endure the thunder, and witness the aftermath.

Subtle, it was not.

Ash rained for three days and three nights along Mystmoor, where the newly formed causeway spanned the width of Pyranon, from the lower Pyranian Sea, southwest to the Sea of Souls. Delvers worked fast, chipping away at exposed rock to create a path along the chasm.

Traemic waited, but hardly patiently. The air was thick with dust and the pungent smell of char. Once the fall of ash subsided and their pathway was cut, a pair of dwarfish Delvers set forth to investigate the rift for mining prospects.

They chipped at fresh rock and dug through rubble, Traemic used Land Magic to make himself invisible so he could surveil them without being detected.

The Delvers worked relentlessly and, despite his hunger to locate the stolen relics, Traemic stood by and let them do the heavy lifting. Finally, when his anger threatened to boil over, they uncovered the onyx, flame-etched statues of four Humans sealed in stone from along the ledge.

Gods be damned. The weapons they’d stolen were nowhere to be seen. He didn’t care that the Humans had met a painful, fiery death. He desperately needed to recover what they’d stolen, for those held the future of all Eldros.

What on all of bloody Eldros will I do now?

Traemic sighed and watched the Delvers through the heavy mist billowing up from the chasm, where boiling lava met the new gushing, salty river from the sea. As if sensing his turmoil, warm rain began to fall and he was soon soaked to the skin.

The Delvers, who smelled more pungent than wet mongrels, used their fine tools and skilled hands to free the statues and hefted them onto a crude wagon hitched to two pathetic, ratty, diseased nags.

When they freed the statue of the Human he was familiar with, the only female in the party of thieves, Traemic silently cursed again. Valeria Agassi had been his only hope of recovering the weapons of his people. A gullible little thing, that one, she’d believed they served a similar cause and would have delivered the entire lot to Traemic if the others hadn’t found her out.

Traemic kept an eye out for the weapons, but they never surfaced. With no other choice available to him, Traemic shifted into a woodland tick, held his breath against the stench, and leapt into the beard of the older of the two dwarves.

From his new vantage, flattened against the skin of the Delver, he had a much better view of the statues. A muted light pulsed slowly within the breast of each one. It wasn’t much, but it was clear the souls of each Human clung to existence within the dark stone.

The wagon rattled north for days that seemed to span weeks. The nag kept a dogged pace. Finally, they stopped before the imperial palace. 

Hefting the smallest of the statues between them, the Delvers grunted their way into the palace and laid the statue before the High Queen of Pyraeya.

“High Queen Cylah Bellagrave,” Traemic’s host said, “we have witnessed the formation of the Mystmoor Causeway moments after a force split the surface of Pyranon. This poor soul, along with three of her comrades, perished in Creili’s display of power.”

The Human ruler, a rotund woman with spirited eyes and jowls that sagged in offense of, well, everything, rose from the Pyranian throne. She gasped and stared in awe. “Only now do I dare believe the tales. We have angered the goddess.” She waved forward a servant who rewarded the Delvers with numerous gemmed electrum coins. “A festival to honor the Goddess Creili is in order. Prepare the empire and gather tributes. Ignite Vistu’s volcanic plume to signal the lower realms.”

Men scattered from the throne room to carry out the queen’s orders.

She leaned forward to study the horrific expression of torment on the entombed woman’s frozen face.

“Quite morbid, is it not?” she asked, expecting no real answer.

A group of Human nobles laughed out of respect. All except Harald Fjorlind. As always, he just stared at her with dark, hooded eyes.

“Take her away from us,” she said, with a sweeping motion of her hand as she dropped into the throne. “Seal them all away in the chambers beneath the palace. Banu Liin, ensure they are safely placed.”

The palace knight nodded, then followed the Delvers, after they filled their purses and gripped Valeria Agassi’s statue by one outflung arm and a petite boot.

It took most of the night, but they managed to haul each statue into the dank, dark corridor beneath the castle.

Traemic finally escaped the sweaty, dandruff-laced facial hair and skittered across the stone floor to hide in a corner. He cursed beneath his breath.

Banu Liin stood guard as the Delvers sealed the cold, dark chamber along with Traemic’s hopes and dreams.

The Delvers bowed to the knight. “The work is done. It is time for us to find a warm evening meal.”

With that, the Delvers left the knight to double check the locks. He turned to go.

A rustling sound erupted behind the locked door. Banu stopped and peered behind him.

Traemic crept forward along a crack in the floor.

The knight looked confused. Nothing within the chambers lived, therefore nothing could have made such sounds. He rubbed his face with his palms and started for the door.

A woman’s laugh came from inside the sealed chamber.

Banu Liin jumped. He pulled his sword from its scabbard, approached the heavy door, and laid an ear against the cool wood.

Traemic was overjoyed. He’d know that laughter anywhere. He dared to creep closer, but well away from the knight’s boots. Whispers oozed from within the chamber like smoke through cracks in an old chimney. Valeria Agassi laughed again. It wasn’t a pleasant or happy sound.

The knight shook his head. “How did some poor woman get locked inside? Perhaps it’s a servant girl. But why would a servant girl be laughing in a dark, cold chamber filled with statues of the dead frozen in their final moments of terror?”

He glanced down the torch-lit corridor as if he contemplated running for help.

He didn’t run.

The knight hurriedly unlocked the bolts, dropped the chains to the floor, and flung the door open. He stepped inside but stayed within the triangle of light afforded by the hallway torches.

Traemic crawled into the room.

An unseen assailant slammed into the knight’s right side, knocking the breath from him and sending him sprawling. He clambered to his feet, but the attacker took him down again.

Valeria laughed, and Traemic thought he saw a pair of unnatural blue eyes drift over his head in the dim lighting. More eyes swirled in the darkness, taunting and diving as they drifted.

“Ghosts! Help!” the horrified knight called. He fought to break free from his attacker, then froze, his back flat against the cold stone as if the weight of the entire castle had settled atop him.

Traemic felt an emotional surge and a weight of sadness, anger, and wrath as the spirits disappeared into the knight. They invaded the knight’s trembling body.

The whispers stopped.

For the third time since the Delvers had found the statues of the thieves, Traemic cursed viciously. He scuttled quickly over the knight’s boot and dropped inside.

All four spirits now resided within a single Human, and from the looks of that Human, it was far too many. His mouth worked frantically and his eyes shifted around the room from place to place in rapid succession.

Banu Liin walked from the chamber bearing the weight of five souls.

He sealed the door, stopping momentarily to wrap his forearms around his head. A pained, multilayered screech erupted from the knight. 

Conflicted, Traemic found that chilling and inconvenient.  Four Human souls, the only damned ones who knew the location of the sacred weapons, argued fiercely among themselves. Their voices overlaid the knight’s as they shrieked and bellowed. 

The Human’s mind might have been splitting five separate ways, but the beleaguered knight exited the keep and headed home. His old injuries began to heal. Age spots from his advanced years faded, subtly disappearing. By the time he reached his house he appeared a man in his twenties. His wife screamed when he opened the door to their home. She clutched her chest and collapsed.

Banu Liin stepped over the body.

“Good riddance to bad rubbish.” Valeria’s voice poured from his lips.

“Hold your tongue, wench,” Banu growled.

“We seek an audience with the magician queen,” a male voice said.

“As you wish, spirit,” said Banu.

“The king is mine!” chirped the female. “We have wondrous games to play.”

Traemic leapt from the Human’s boot and ran into some shrubs before he closed the door, then turned back into his true form. He needed to find the necessary magic to separate Valeria Agassi from her new prison. He needed her. He needed the weapons.
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Princess Mahaela Bellagrave

The Imperial Palace of Pyraeya

March 1, 1713 MG

Mahaela woke in her dark bedchamber knowing Banu Liin stalked her from the shadows.

Common folk and people of the hills and forests, even the other realms, referred to Banu Liin as the Banu. Some called him the Never-Aging Man. Some just called him the queen’s pet demon. Whatever the case, he was a beast.

Her heart beat a wicked rhythm in her chest. No matter how many times she told herself to calm down, that there was no way the monster was in her chamber, she still had to check to be sure. She peered into every dimly lit corner and cubby where a large man like Banu Liin could possibly hide. She felt along her kairoi, the Lore Magic that would alert her to his conjuring spells or dark magic.

She found nothing.

This time.

But her time was coming. Inheriting the crown would be her end, and she had no way to escape if she stayed here.

Keena’s handsome face, his brilliant and comforting smile played through her drowsy thoughts, pushing away her fear as she laid back against the pillows and forced her heartbeat to slow. He’d finally secured a quaint home for them in the far north.

The family could stand to skip a generation in the long line of royalty. Perhaps Banu would find a distant cousin in the Bellagrave family tree that would suffice. She fought hard to ignore the pang of guilt caused by wishing the curse on someone else.

Soon her turmoil would be a thing of the past, childhood nightmares laid to rest.

She and Keena would be together, happily tucked safely away, far from Pyraeya and the deceit of its queens.

*   *   *
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Mahaela waited impatiently beneath a shade tree as men unloaded the wagons containing metal goods from Montbracken.

Keena was directing which crates went to which district of Pyraeya. His father was the most skilled silversmith in the realm, and Keena had trained for years within the family business and the Metalsmiths Guild.

She could barely keep her eyes off him, although it had been only a week since they’d seen one another. Dark skinned with long, plaited hair that hung in ebony spirals when it was unbound, Keena had grown into a beautiful young man.

Stable hands led the teams away and Keena searched for her, his chest glowing with the telltale pulse of magic. His brown eyes lit up when she caught his attention with a wave.

Mahaela slipped behind the garden wall into a grape arbor where floppy leaves and vines hung in tangles. Keena crouched and peered at her before crawling in beside her.

She kissed his cheek, ignoring the dirt and sweat coating his whiskers.

She wasn’t sure when she’d stopped regarding him as a playmate and began caring for him in new ways, but her feelings were too strong to be new.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispered.

“I got here are soon as I could,” he said, placing his forehead against hers. “Bringing three teams through was a big job.”

“You’re here now.” She rubbed her nose against his. “My bag is ready.”

“Are you going somewhere?” He looked surprised.

“Keena,” she said laughing, “you said you’d have the map this time.”

“And I do.” He sat and removed a folded piece of vellum from his vest pocket. He opened it and placed it between them.

Mahaela leaned over the map of Pyranon. “What route are we taking?”

He traced a fingertip from the capital to Montbracken. “First leg: sixty miles to return the teams and see my father one last time before we go.”

“And I stay hidden?”

“You know my father would never go along with that. He knows every bit of this plan, and if you don’t say your own farewell, he’ll come and get you.”

Mekaid Rem had known her since she was born. He was the only craftsman trusted to create items of metal, trinkets, and jewelry for the queen.

Mahaela nodded. “Which way after that?”

“Eager, aren’t you?” he teased.

“Wouldn’t you be?”

“From there, we head up along the desert, just over ninety miles, to Dolmen North. We’ll stay there for a couple of nights to rest. After that, we’re off on a four-day journey through the Silver Alps.”

“We stay in Silvanon the entire way? I thought we’d have to enter the Wild Reign.”

“It’s too dangerous. We’ll stay in Silvanon until we reach North Port and sail to Priest’s Island, here.” He traced a switchback trail through the mountain range on the map, and then settled his fingertip on the northernmost isle. “We sail forty miles, make landfall, and then it’s just another thirty or so to the far north shore, where we’ll stop at Cairn Falls.”

She rested her head on his shoulder.

“And guess what that is?” Keena said, a gleam in his eye.

“Home?”

“Yes. A small keep tucked deep into the rock wall. I finally saved up enough electrum.” He opened a leather pouch and unrolled a thin piece of vellum.

Mahaela examined the deed. “It’s yours.”

“It’s ours,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “There’s a caretaker keeping watch until we arrive.”

“Stonehaven. I imagine it’s beautiful.”

“With legends of creatures made of rock prowling the night.”

“I’ll fight them off if it means I won’t be queen,” she said. “And I won’t have to be, thanks to you.”

Keena laughed. “Oh, you’ll still be queen, but you’ll be my queen.”

“Two more nights,” she said.

“Two more nights.”
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Princess Mahaela Bellagrave

The Palace Hall of Insight

The next morning, after Mahaela had downed enough strong tea to fill ten bladders, let alone her own, she endured another lesson in Lore Magic with Maven Mustig. It was a daily ritual she detested, but if she didn’t show up her mother and Banu Liin would become suspicious.

The maven always smelled like she’d soaked her robe in vinegar and eaten pond algae for breakfast. She wore her head coverings that were too tight and most days a shock of orange hair looked like it was making an insane dash for freedom across her forehead. She wore spectacles like thick quartz windowpanes. Her voice rose whenever she was enthusiastic about a topic, screeching like a smashed cat, which made each lesson a painful chore.

At one time, Mahaela had dreamed of running away to the Lyceum to learn about caring for animals. It was her first plan to leave the impending doom of ascending the throne and becoming Banu Liin’s magical toy. Now she dreamed of living with Keena at Stonehaven—

“Princess!” shrieked Maven Mustig.

Mahaela jumped in her chair. “What?”

“Did you practice sighting the kairoi?”

“Yes, Maven. I did, but I didn’t see any.” That was a lie. Kairoi were magical markers in time, the basis of all Lore Magic, and she saw them every day.

And told no one.

She saw one now, in fact, right on Maven Mustig’s nose. It glowed and pulsed intensely red, making her look like she had a cold. Mahaela searched for the cause. Her magic revealed a quick vision of the maven sneezing. The glow intensified by the second, indicating a great sneezing fit was coming.

She’d been seeing kairoi for about six years but denied the ability. She’d hoped it would convince Banu Liin she was incapable of using Lore Magic, so he might lose interest in her.

But it hadn’t worked.

High Queen Ariana Bellagrave, her mother, felt the solution to this lack of “inherited” magical ability was more practice, hence Mahaela’s daily lessons.

“Let’s have a wee test then,” Maven Mustig said. “You were to study this hall on your own time and stage accordingly as proof of your practice.”

Staging meant using the kairoi to identify magical time markers—which were sometimes linked with silken threads of iridescent time—looking inward for the visions kairoi held, then using that knowledge to change the future outcome.

Mahaela sighed.

“Well?” The maven crossed her boney arms.

Mahaela wouldn’t have thought it possible, but the crone’s nose glowed even brighter.

She shook her head and went through the process Mustig had instructed her in time and again. As usual, she saw exactly what Mustig wanted her to see when staging. Without letting the instructor know the kairoi were there, plain as day, Mahaela stared past them and focused as hard as she could on the light coming through the window. She squinted and turned away with a small sigh and a frown, as if she’d failed.

“Nothing. I’m just not gifted,” she said.

Mustig sighed and turned to sit at her desk. “Please, for the love of Nikuun, tend to your studies tonight. You must produce proof of staging tomorrow. Off you go.” She flicked a hand toward the door and glanced in exasperation at the ceiling.

Mahaela smiled and turned to go. She was about to shut the door behind her, but she slowed to listen. After a moment, she heard Maven Mustig sneeze repeatedly.
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Princess Mahaela Bellagrave

The King’s Chamber

The conflicted beauty of the Palace of Pyraeya had bothered Mahaela since childhood.

She’d always felt that way, although it had taken her until she was well into her teens to realize it. The keep and castle grounds sprawled across a hilltop which was spiraled by a single road. Five spired towers thrust from the bedrock and reached for the clouds and stars. A pyroduct far below gushed orange molten rock into the moat outside the Great Wall, preventing anyone from gaining access to the palace without using either the drawbridge or sanctioned bats.

Warmth radiated through the ground, and it was heat that could either offer homey comfort or stand as a reminder of the deadly force of volcanic activity below the surface. Like granite in afternoon sun, the walls and floors were always warm, even during Nightsvale when snow gusted on the wind and glinting ice glazed the surfaces of lakes.

The rooms inside the keep usually smelled of delicious food from the kitchen, or during autumn at Goodharvest, rich herbs. 

Lavender veins of deep gray fluorite and dull flint spiderwebbed the stone, except for places where geodes of scarlet rubies hung in delicate clusters. The gems were beautiful in the daytime when sun shone through the arched, clear quartz windows, but in the darkened halls at night, the walls bled crimson. 

Grateful to finally be free of the torturous class with the maven, Mahaela made her way through the halls feeling not the warmth radiating from the lava heating the stone, but cold sadness.

It was time to say goodbye to the one family member she would miss with all her heart.

Mahaela tapped on his bedchamber door, then entered. “Father?”

King Zane Bellagrave sat on a bench beside the window, admiring the same view she’d enjoyed with him for as long as she could remember, back in the days when he laughed in his own voice and his eyes didn’t tremble in their sockets. He hadn’t been himself since Mahaela was four years old, when her crotchety grandmother passed away and her mother had ascended the Pyranian throne.

Every member of her family became a different person that day. Even Quadin, her twin brother, grew distant before he left for the Lyceum. That had stung.

She had been left with an insane father, a moody, distant mother, and a brother who was happy to be sent away from family matters. All because of Banu Liin and his possession of Pyranon’s queens. 

Banu was the thing that had split her family apart.

Mahaela closed the door behind her and padded toward the window. Her father was wearing clothes this time, for which she was grateful. The last time she’d come to visit him, he’d worn not a stitch but had acted as if he was clothed. The first time that had happened, she’d been a lot younger. Mortifying embarrassment had turned to sadness over the years.

The king didn’t acknowledge her. He didn’t move, he didn’t appear to breathe. His greasy hair hung in silver-gray clumps down his back and his food-stained beard rested heavily against his chest. His eyes, which used to sparkle and dance with kindness and love, were sunken pits in his skull. His jaw bulged, tendons protruding as he ground his teeth, creating a constant tapping Mahaela was accustomed to hearing.

Before Zane was king, he had been her hero and keeper of explanations for all the wonders of the world. If she found a new insect, he knew what it was and if it would bite. He could always tell how many kittens would be in a litter by patting the mother cat’s belly. He knew why clouds were called clouds and why little bits of her soul leaked down her cheeks if a bat pup was stillborn.

The person in the room with her now was only a ghost of that man.

She ignored the stench of unwashed clothes and flesh and focused on the courtyard below.

Her mother and Banu were lazily walking arm-in-arm through the gardens. She stiffened when her mother tossed her head back and laughed. The queen didn’t so much as crack a smile in the company of her family, but when her advisor, Banu, a man who wasn’t that at all, was in her presence, she giggled like a careless milkmaiden.

The pair strolled out of sight, leaving Mahaela and her father—if any of him was left at all—to gaze across the palace wall to the dappled green hills and forest beyond.

At least her poor father wouldn’t miss her after she ran away.

“How are you feeling today, Da?”

She used to believe that calling him that might bring him back, one day. That one day she might be able to steal him away from the palace, to a simple life in a small cottage by a brook with her and Keena, where she could nurse him back to health.

It was a day she came to realize would never happen.

He turned his head, clicked his teeth, and picked at a scab. The scab, a self-inflicted wound he’d carved into his skin, was an unrecognizable twist of curling symbols that glowed yellow against his pallid, plucked-bare cheek.

She tried not to stare, instead looking inward with her magic to see nothing but flashes of light darting toward a silver and black horizon.

It must be what insanity looks like on the inside. Other marks on his body also glowed brightly, but she didn’t have the heart to see what those kairoi revealed.

Mahaela sat beside him. “I’m going riding with Treen today. I’m going to practice with my bow out in the woods.”

The king didn’t react. He eventually stopped popping his jaw. She sat in familiar, semi-comfortable silence with him.

“I thought I’d find you in here.”

Mahaela started at her mother’s voice.

Her father’s teeth crunched together again, and he rocked in place with metronome precision.

“I love you, Da,” she said, and then rose from the bench. She kept her eyes down so she didn’t betray her emotions and dipped into a slow curtsy.

“Your grace is lost when you dress in such a manner, Daughter,” said the queen.

Mahaela straightened and met her mother’s stone-gray gaze. “You see no grace in me whether I’m wearing breeches or one of your corseted torture gowns, Mother.”

Banu was at the queen’s side, of course. Although he was a creature said to be nearly two thousand years old, Banu appeared to be about thirty. He stood four inches taller than Mahaela’s lanky five foot ten, with dull brown hair tied at the nape with a black thong of leather. His beard was cropped short and mottled with blond and red, with a streak of gray just below his lower lip. His eyes were deep pools of brown, like bowls filled with stagnant water from the ox pens. His eyebrows held a natural arch that paired with his hooked nose to give him the appearance of perpetually looking down on Mahaela.

He wore the most regal and bold colors her mother allowed: deep crimson, vivid orange, and the green of new grass at Mayreign. On his feet were soft black slippers.

Queen Ariana stepped forth, gown rustling, heels clicking. Her hair was bound in a gray and auburn twist atop her head. Ariana kept coal sticks to line her eyes and rouge powder for her cheeks and lips close at hand so she could reapply them several times a day. She was petite compared to Mahaela. At a generous five foot two, she didn’t weigh over a hundred pounds after being caught in a downpour.

But for all of this, Queen Ariana filled a room with her presence. It seeped into the farthest corners and shadowed the brightest surroundings.

She wore a glinting amethyst and citrine wire tiara rather than the heavy electrum and ruby crown of Pyranon. The tiara atop her mother’s head glowed with powerful magic imbued into the gems.

Mahaela averted her gaze so Banu wouldn’t guess that she could sense the magic.

Her mother glared at the riding boots, breeches, and untucked, beige blouse Mahaela was wearing, and the strands of wavy strawberry blonde hair which had worked their way loose from her braid.

Mahaela crossed her arms over her chest and lifted her eyebrows.

“You know I loathe when you dress this way,” said the queen.

“I’m aware,” Mahaela answered. Good thing she doesn’t know I helped birth five piglets this morning.

“Come,” her mother said, and tipped her head toward the door. Banu quickly moved to hold it open for them.

Mahaela glanced at her father one last time, inhaled to bid him goodbye, but changed her mind and simply walked out. He wouldn’t remember her leaving anyway. He probably didn’t even know she’d been there.

In the hallway, Banu closed the door behind them.

“Leave us,” said the queen.

He bowed low. “Yes, High Queen.”

Mahaela gritted her teeth. “Bye now.”

He turned with a swirl of robes and stalked toward his quarters.

“Your pet demon didn’t like being dismissed so early in the day.” Mahaela smiled sweetly.

“You’ll appreciate Banu someday,” her mother said.

Mahaela followed her to the Grand Balcony. “Doubtful.” The queen shook her head and sighed but didn’t comment. “Don’t sigh, Mother. The fact that he’s had his hooks in our family for centuries and no one has done anything to stop him is horrific.”

“Why change a system that’s kept Pyranon safe and prosperous for centuries?”

“Because he’s a demon, maybe?”

“He’s not a demon, Mahaela. He’s a sorcerer. All realms have their magicians. Banu is ours, and we’re fortunate to have him.”

“In the same way a slave is fortunate to have a chain, I suppose.” Mahaela shook her head. “He doesn’t die. Am I the only one who finds that terrifying?”

The queen started to speak but thought better of it. The blue glow in her chest remained steady. Keena was the only other person Mahaela had seen with that glow, but he’d only had it for the last few years.

“What were you about to say? I can’t stand it when you do that,” said Mahaela.

“How go your studies?”

“Incredibly boring, as always.”

“You must learn to govern. I am hearing complaints tomorrow in the throne room. It will be a good lesson for you.”

“I’ll be there.”

She couldn’t do anything to cause suspicion when she was so close to finally getting away.

“It’s even more important that you learn to use and control your Lore Magic.”

“When will you give up hope? I’m not a clikurios.”

The queen didn’t answer the lie. They continued toward the overlook.

“What do you want, Mother? There are things I’d like to do today, so if we’re done, I’m going.”

“There’s nothing more important than matters of the crown.”

“Very well.”

Two servants bowed and opened the double doors for them to pass through. A small table with plates of breakfast breads and fruit were arranged beneath an umbrella.

“This is unexpected,” Mahaela said taking a seat. Their cups were filled with dark aromatic tea while a team of servers worked with choreographed precision around the table, placing ewers of cream and dishes of whipped confections.

They set a plate of blood-rare meat before the queen, who began to cut into it hungrily.

Mahaela jerked her gaze to the bowl of creamed porridge beside her tea.

Court physicians insisted the raw meat helped combat her mother’s exhaustion and Banu executed their orders diligently by double checking every meal. Just another reason Mahaela despised Banu.

Determined not to watch her mother dip a scone in the blood pooling on her plate—she’d made that mistake before and lost her appetite—she spiced her warm cereal and looked toward the Great Wall as she ate.

Small tendrils of pyroclastic steam spiraled upward to meet the clouds above Vistu, the volcano that rose above the castle on the west. It was the source of the lava that filled the King’s Moat, which circled the palace grounds, ran through the tunnel below the palace, and exited the west side of the grounds.

Her gaze drifted to the east where a spring-fed lake glistened. Fat ducks bobbed in the sunshine like tiny couples dancing across a jeweled silver floor. The grounds seemed in constant conflict with the spires and arched smoky quartz windows of the castle, but that in itself was beauty, as well.

They finished eating without conversation. Once their plates were cleared and amethyst goblets of mead set out, the queen accepted the tray holding two folded documents from one of the servers. She didn’t open them right away.

“Not expecting good news?” asked Mahaela.

“Doubtful, as you say.” The queen’s mouth quirked in a small smile.

“Why am I here, Mother? Our meal is done.”

“Banu wishes us to work harder on your training with Lore Magic.”

I should have known. “You’re going to keep pounding this into dust, aren’t you?”

“You know this is the way of things in the royal family, Daughter. We are specimens with Lore Magic. Powerful. He uses that power to benefit the security of Pyranon.”

“You’re both wasting your time. My time would be better spent—”

“—birthing pigs?” the queen interjected.

“Banu told you?”

Her mother nodded.

“Don’t you two have better things to do to keep each other occupied?”

“Careful, Princess,” Ariana hissed softly. “You will continue to develop and use Lore Magic. I command it.”

Mahaela sat back with her mead. “We’ll all waste our time, then.”

The queen broke the wax seal on the first documents. Her frown deepened as she read.

“What is it?” Mahaela asked. She didn’t really care since she’d be gone soon, but her mother’s reaction compelled her to ask the question. “And don’t tell me I shouldn’t be concerned when you’re forcing me to learn government every day.”

The queen sighed. “Over the last three weeks, activists—completely insane, mind you—have been rioting in the citadels of the capital cities across Pyranon.”

“That’s new. What are they rioting about?”

She dropped the vellum sheets onto the tray and picked up the second packet. “They have no real cause, no mission. It’s all nonsense. Here’s a lesson for you: if you were queen, what would you do?”

“What’s happening? Every capital city across the continent? That’s a lot of rioting. It’s hard to believe these people have no reason for their actions.” Ariana kept reading without acknowledging the questions. “What’s being done about it?”

“I’ve had them executed!” the queen snapped. She threw the sheets onto the table and jumped to her feet.

“All of them?” Mahaela asked, horrified.

“Of course not. Just enough to set an example for the rest of the dogs. I can’t have them spreading rumors and upsetting lawful citizens with their lies.”

“And what are they saying?” Mahaela asked. She kept her voice low and gentle so as not to feed her mother’s volatile emotions.

“That the Giants have returned,” Ariana sneered.

“You had people killed for talking about Giants? That law is old and useless. Why does it matter if someone talks about them?”

“See? This is why your training is important, Daughter. Speaking of Giants is treason. Treason is punishable by death.”

“Just speaking about them isn’t harmful. It’s not like they could help the Giants take over again.”

“Banu Liin has good reason, and I’m certain it’s best for the security of the realms. Do not question his word on this.”

“I would! Keeping laws current is important. Who needs a law that punishes people for just stating their opinions?”

The queen leaned menacingly across the table and said in a clipped whisper, “The empire cannot appear weak. Laws must be upheld and respected.” She clenched her teeth and leaned closer. “Pyraeya must always stand strong with the realms!”

Mahaela drew back, pressing against her chair as her mother snarled at her.

The queen’s eyes narrowed to slits, and it was as if she wasn’t seeing Mahaela at all, as if she had cornered the true cause of her ire. She continued, hissing like a feral bat. “Rioting cannot be tolerated. Talk of Giants will not be tolerated.”

Banu rushed forward, seemingly out of nowhere, and eased her back into her chair. He grabbed a napkin and wiped away the tomato preserves she’d smeared on her hands when she set her palms on a plate.

“Please, sit, High Queen. You shouldn’t be upset this way.”

Mahaela picked up the second document and read as fast as she could, skimming to the largest paragraph.

“... are attentive as High Queen Ariana’s unpopularity grows in the wake of perceived lies concerning—”

Banu snatched the vellum from her hands. “That’s not for you, Princess. This is merely gossip not to be taken seriously.”

The queen massaged her temples with her eyes shut tight.

“Thanks for the wonderful meal, Mother.”

Mahaela rose and placed her napkin neatly over the back of her chair then walked out, stunned by the queen’s vicious outburst. She tried to process the news of the other realms’ unrest, which seemed to be aimed at her family. She returned to her chamber with dread growing in her heart.

The people felt the queen had deceived them. She didn’t see how this could be possible, considering her mother looked out for the realms more than she did for her family. And why didn’t the queen use her Lore Magic to scry on the issue?

She closed the door to her inner chamber and slid the lock home.

Perhaps her mother had divined the issues. That would explain her outbursts, although she’d been steadily growing more volatile for years.

Mahaela knelt next to the obsidian stone hearth and spread a thin towel on the floor. She used an old kitchen knife to pop one of the stones loose, tugged it free from the chipped grout, and placed it on the towel. Behind the stone was a hollow just big enough for a trinket box.

Carefully, so she didn’t scratch the polish on her bedchamber floor, she retrieved the box.

About as long as her foot, the wooden box was warm in her hand.

She replaced the stone and retreated to her bed. She spread the towel on the coverlet and opened the box. Inside, among several glowing, magical items, was a small quartz jar with leaves from the quince tree in the orchard. Even when dry, like they were now, the leaves shimmered with soft hues, like fine, scented oil in warm bath water.

As with every other development in her use of Lore Magic, she’d learned to glean knowledge from the leaves by chance and trial and error. She’d gathered the leaves because she could see kairoi on them, but they’d only shown her bits and pieces of childish fantasies, and then only after she’d learned to gently breathe on them.

She sat cross-legged and carefully placed three leaves before her.

She needed to see how people were faring outside of Pyraeya, so she imagined a small village in Porthera, one of the lower realms, and conjured the image of the people there. She pursed her lips and blew warm breath across the quince leaves and closed her eyes.

For several moments, nothing happened. A wind kicked up outside, drawing her attention, but she refocused, thought about the people who lived outside the shelter of the Great Wall of Pyraeya. They would be inside the walls of a house, a family...

The smell of stale air, stagnant and laden with the stench of old sweat and dirty laundry jarred her senses. Her eyes flew open when a baby cried feebly nearby.

She was standing on a dirt floor next to a wooden door. It burst open and a young boy who stood about as tall as her shoulder charged inside, carrying twists of straw in a large pail toward a dying fire. He dropped to his knees and added some of the straw clearly hoping to revive the flame for warmth. His breath steamed around his head in a cloud as he squinted, his intense brown eyes mere slits above his dirty, red cheeks.

Shouts erupted, drawing Mahaela outside onto the street. It was packed with townspeople. The shouts were coming from teens carrying tattered flags bearing the Bellagrave family crest. They wore ragged clothes and clearly hadn’t eaten much of late. Some showed signs of disease. She ran from one flag to another, grasping the shredded sigils to see each had been smeared with animal dung.

A woman screamed. She saw a group of soldiers surrounding a young man. One drew his sword and sliced along the top of the man’s shoulders. His head toppled and blood spilled onto the filth covered cobblestones.

She heard a frantic knocking. “Princess?”

It was Alli, her primary maid.

Mahaela was jolted from the vision. She blinked away the fog surrounding her mind, then quickly covered the leaves and trinket case with the coverlet before going to her chamber door.

“I want to be left alone for the afternoon,” she called through the thick wood.

“Very well.”

Numb and shaken, Mahaela returned to her bed. The quince leaves glowed as if they’d sprouted from the very sun. A wave of emotions swept through her. Seeing the state of those people was like a nightmare rather than a divination.
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Chapter 4
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Princess Mahaela Bellagrave

The Palace Throne Room

The excitement and relief at the thought of escape was hard to disguise, but she remained stoic that morning as she arrived at the throne room, acting as if everything was all right.

She was still shaken from the vision. It had been so vivid, so real, that she couldn’t get it out of her head. She could still hear the baby’s cries in the wind, smell the filth and disease waft around every corner.

The queen sat rigid upon the throne and waved Mahaela into a seat at the foot of the dais. The first three rows were for observers from other realms. They were laid out in an arc so the onlookers had a good view of the subjects, witnesses, and the court.

From her seat, Mahaela had a clear view of her mother. There was nothing loving in the queen’s demeanor, no affection in her gestures or expressions. Leaving the queen behind would be much easier than saying goodbye to a loving mother. She hoped.
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